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ON THE DAIRY FARM 
Does herd recording help farmers 
improve husbandry? 
By M. CULLITY, B.Sc. (Agric), Superintendent of Dairying 
THE proportion of the dairy herds throughout Australia that are being production recorded is low. This is particularly surprising when the large amount of pro-
paganda encouraging farmers to herd test is considered. 
A number of reasons are preventing 
many owners from submitting their herds. 
There are difficulties of location and 
difficulties of accommodation, but it is 
quite obvious that a number of farmers 
have doubts as to whether recording is 
worthwhile. Does it pay? 
It is proposed to show that the farmer 
who is prepared to keep his herd under 
test continuously, and to use the data with 
which he is supplied, will obtain a very 
real and substantial increase in output. 
On the other hand it must be admitted 
that a lot of money is wasted in herd 
recording and it is necessary that every 
effort be made to minimise such wastage. 
The man who tests his herd and does not 
make a definite effort to improve his hus-
bandry on the basis of the results is wast-
ing his money; and the Governments, both 
State and Commonwealth, are wasting 
money in subsidising the service for him. 
Herd recording in itself will make no 
contribution towards improved yields. The 
farmer with the aid of herd recording can 
do much. It is a service which provides 
data regarding the performance of in-
dividual cows, of the influence of various 
systems of management and of the value 
of bulls. The preliminary data however 
must be used by the farmer. 
Numerous surveys have shown that in 
most cases the greatest profit is associated 
with the greatest output. In dairy produc-
tion this means high concentration of 
stock on a property and high yields. This 
will give greatest returns per acre. Profit 
will then depend largely upon the owner's 
control of expenditure and his organisa-
tion of the work to ensure that labour 
requirements in particular are kept to a 
minimum and output per labour unit at a 
high level. 
Maximum carrying capacity is achieved 
by careful management of pastures, by 
careful control of grazing with the 
optimum number of cows to ensure most 
effective utilisation, and by adequate con-
servation as silage and hay, and its 
eventual use during the periods of the 
year when pastures are by themselves 
insufficient. 
High yields per cow depend on:— 
(a) Breed, whether the produce is to 
be sold as milk or as butterfat. 
(b) Adequate feeding. 
(c) Calving in the months optimum 
for maximum lactation yields. 
(d) Maintaining cows in production 
for nine or 10 months. 
(e) Efficient milking. 
(f) The maintenance of a high level 
of health with a low annual 
wastage. 
The maximum output per man is a com-
bination between the greatest number of 
cows which may be handled per man, and 
their yield. This will depend not only upon 
the quality of the cow and the factors 
177 
Journal of Agruculture Vol 4 No 3, 1963
mentioned previously, but upon a con-
venient shed and yard design and the 
adoption of a time-saving shed routine. 
An examination of the data from herd 
recording in 1961-62 and preceding years 
shows that the information is valuable in 
helping farmers plan for increased yields. 
The average yield for the year ending 
February 28 for 14,886 cows was 616 gallons 
and 260 lb. of butterfat. 
This is the highest yet recorded in 
Western Australia for both milk and 
butterfat. 
The average yields for the past four 
years are in Table 1. 
TABLE 1 
Year 
1958-59 
1959-60 
1960-61 
1961-62 
Cows Milk 1 Butterfat 
12,376 
12,803 
13,933 
14366 
gallons 
530 
577 
589 
616 
lb. 
222 
244 
248 
260 
TABLE 2 
Production According to Month of 
Calving 
Month of Calving 
January 
February 
March 
April 
May 
June 
July 
August .... 
September 
October 
November 
December 
Whole Milk Zone 
Butterfat Zone 
1936-42 
1946-62 
All Units 
218 
221 
230 
239 
234 
222 
211 
196 
191 
197 
217 
213 
222 
Average Butterfat 
1953-62 
Whole Milk 
Zone 
239 
243 
241 
239 
235 
232 
234 
244 
256 
256 
252 
246 
242 
Butterfat 
Zone 
201 
216 
233 
246 
239 
220 
204 
191 
175 
169 
183 
197 
223 
Table 2 indicates that there has been 
little difference in yield according to the 
month of calving in the whole milk zone 
where production has to be maintained 
throughout the year. However in the 
butterfat zone there is clear evidence that 
highest yields have followed calving in the 
months of March, April, May and June, 
with an indication that it is better to 
calve in February than later than June. 
Table 3 shows the percentage of cows 
in the butterfat producing areas which 
have calved in the months of March, April, 
May and June. 
In the whole milk areas however the 
percentage of cows calving in these months 
has declined as is indicated also in the 
Table. 
TABLE 3 
Year 
1954-55 . 
1955-56 .. 
1956-57 .. 
1957-58 .. 
1958-59 .. 
1959-60 .. 
1960-61 .. 
1961-62 .. 
Butterfat Areas 
63-1 
66-8 
71-5 
72-3 
73-3 
72-7 
72-8 
76-4 
Whole Milk Area* 
55-8 
48-6 
41-7 
39-4 
39-8 
40-7 
40-1 
39-2 
It is apparent therefore that farmers 
selling butterfat only have accepted the 
data which herd recording has produced 
and are endeavouring to concentrate their 
calving in the autumn months to take 
advantage of the seasonal character of 
pastures and to avoid the need for hand 
feeding. However nearly one quarter of 
the number do not calve in these months, 
this is due to a number of causes including 
problems with sterility. 
Emphasis has been placed also on the 
need for keeping cows in production for a 
full lactation and information from the 
1961/62 results has confirmed its value. 
Compared with the average yield of all 
units, 616 gallons and 260 lb. of butterfat, 
the average yield of the cows complet-
ing a 300 day lactation was 832 gallons 
and 344 lb. of butterfat. The value of a 
full length lactation is demonstrated in 
both the whole milk and the butterfat 
areas. In the former the average for all 
cows was 730 gallons, 289 lb. of butterfat 
compared with the 300 day average of 904 
gallons and 355 lb. of butterfat. 
In the butterfat producing units the 
average yield was 559 gallons and 246 lb. 
of butterfat, while those completing 300 
days yielded 714 gallons and 326 lb. of 
butterfat. 
A further analysis confirms a substantial 
move towards longer lactations. When the 
average length was calculated for the first 
time several years ago it was found to be 
6.9 months. In 1961-62 it was 7.8 months 
rising to 8.5 months in the milk zone and 
7.4 months in the butterfat zone. 
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Whereas 30.7 per cent, of the cows tested 
in 1955-56 completed nine months or more, 
38.1 per cent, milked for this time in 1960-
61 and 39.5 per cent, in 1961-62. 
An examination of the performances of 
the individual units showed there were two 
units in the whole milk districts with an 
average yield over 300 lb. of butterfat. 
These were Brunswick with 991 cows and 
an average yield of 764 gallons and 307 lb. 
of butterfat with a 4.0 per cent., and Arma-
dale with 970 cows had an average of 805 
gallons and 305 lb. of butterfat at 3.8 per 
cent. In the butterfat districts the leading 
unit was at Walpole where 622 cows aver-
aged 593 gallons and 294 lb. of butterfat at 
5 per cent. The test in this unit was the 
highest of all units. 
The average for the milk areas was 3.9 
and for the butterfat areas 4.4 per cent. 
It has not been possible to measure the 
influence of supplementary feeding nor of 
the standard of culling. Concentrates are 
used to a greater degree in the whole milk 
areas than elsewhere. 
There is evidence that the standard of 
culling in many areas is not as high as is 
desirable and greater attention by farmers 
to elimination of poor producers and their 
replacement with other animals would be 
profitable. 
It is possible also that the elimination 
of cows calving out of season, and pre-
ference to heifers which will calve in the 
autumn would give better results. 
From an examination of this and other 
data it is apparent that there is still room 
for improved yields from existing herds, 
by achieving a greater percentage of cows 
calving in the autumn, by maintaining 
them in production for at least nine 
months, by the culling of unprofitable 
cows, and by extending the useful life of 
good cows. 
It is urged that farmers who are already 
taking advantage of herd recording should 
concentrate upon the intelligent applica-
tion of the data that they receive. 
Evidence elsewhere has shown that no 
advantage is obtained from herd recording 
by those farmers who submit their herds 
for one or two years and then withdraw 
with an avowed intention they will resume 
test at a later stage. 
There is increasing evidence that it is 
those farmers who test their herds con-
tinuously that reap the greatest benefits. 
Table 4 shows the average yields of the 
herds according to the number of years 
that they have been in continuous testing. 
It will be noted that there is a gradual 
rise from the first year, continuously to 
the maximum number of 16 years. 
It is generally accepted that the higher 
the average yield the more difficult it is 
to continue improvement. The table sug-
gests that in a general way, such herds 
under test in Western Australia are main-
taining the high averages. 
It is contended therefore that the data 
submitted indicates quite clearly that herd 
recording is a profitable undertaking. 
Herds however should be tested continu-
ously and good results can be achieved 
only if the farmer applies the data which 
he receives. 
TABLE 4 
Average Production of Butterfat According 
to Continuity of Testing 1946-47 to 1961-62 
Number of Times 
Tested 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
8 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
Number of 
Herds 
2,381 
1,413 
947 
670 
488 
365 
284 
226 
179 
136 
112 
88 
67 
44 
29 
20 
Representative 
Number of 
Cows 
62,475 
41,339 
28,859 
20,686 
15,568 
12,234 
9,804 
7,718 
6,249 
4,807 
3,997 
3,487 
2,539 
1,789 
1,218 
806 
Average 
Butterfat 
lb. 
180 
209 
213 
205 
222 
234 
237 
243 
254 
255 
257 
262 
269 
270 
265 
270 
It is interesting to note that the per-
centage of herds remaining in continuous 
testing increased consistently during the 
past few years. Table 5 illustrates this. 
TABLE 5 
Continuity of Testing 
Tear 
1949-50 
1950-51 
1951-52 
1952-53 
1953-54 
1964-55 
1955-56 
1956-57 
1957-68 
1958-59 
1959-60 
1960-61 
1961-62 
4th time 
or more 
% 
2 0 1 
23-2 
2 9 1 
3 4 1 
48-9 
47-5 
46-7 
47-9 
62-5 
57-1 
64-3 
65-5 
68-7 
5th time 
or more 
% 
13-8 
1 9 1 
20-7 
34-9 
37-4 
88-2 
40-5 
42-8 
4 6 0 
63-3 
65-6 
6 1 0 
6th time 
or more 
% 
12-8 
13-3 
27-6 
25-2 
31-0 
34-5 
37-3 
39-4 
44-3 
45-9 
51-5 
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